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ABSTRACT
This thesis documents the process implemented in creating the character of Ellen Van Oss in
Lee Blessing’s Two Rooms. It includes research, character analysis, script analysis and an
evaluation of my performance. Two Rooms was produced by the UNO Department of Film and
Theatre and directed by Erick Wolfe. The play was performed at the Robert E. Nims Theatre in
the UNO Performing Arts Center November 7, 12, 13, 21, 2015 at 7:30pm and November 8 and
22, 2015 at 2:30pm.

Theatre; Acting; Performance
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RESEARCH
The Playwright
Lee Blessing was born on October 4, 1949, in Minneapolis, Minnesota. He spent his
early childhood and most of his young adulthood in Minneapolis. He attributes his
interest in writing to his junior high school and high school English teachers (Minnetonka
Alumni Association, “Lee Blessing”). He initially wrote stories and then immediately
started writing poetry (Rosenberg, “The Way We Weren’t”). Poetry had a major presence
in his writing portfolio until the end of his high school years. Blessing’s first venture into
playwriting was at Minnetonka High School. In order to avoid a thirty-page writing
assignment on a topic of no interest to him, he petitioned his teacher to allow him to write
a play instead. The play was produced at the high school. Blessing’s parents were not
very interested in the theater, however, they were supportive of his endeavors and
attended his first production.
Even though he possessed a strong interest in writing, Blessing referred to himself as a
poet and an actor. At Minnetonka, he was cast in small roles. He also was a crew member
on a few of the high school’s productions. His reference to himself as an actor ended
when he began graduate school. Blessing remembers “I was about 25 and I realized I
couldn’t remember my lines even at that age. It just didn’t bode well for when I got
older,” he says. “And I was never entirely comfortable on stage, even though I enjoyed
acting” (Minnetonka Alumni Association, “Lee Blessing”). Blessing graduated high
school and attended the University of Minnesota for his first two years of college. It was
there he took another stab at playwriting and in his freshman year wrote a play about his
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brother’s death in a car accident (Rosenberg, “The Way We Weren’t”). He would not do
anything more with that particular play.
He later transferred to and graduated from Reed College in Portland, Oregon with a
Bachelor of Arts in English. During his undergraduate studies, Blessing sparingly wrote
plays. Poetry was still at the forefront of his writing. He even did a poetry thesis at Reed
College (Rosenberg, “The Way We Weren’t”). After graduating, Blessing ventured off to
Russia. When he returned to the United States, Blessing entered the University of Iowa
writers’ workshop as a poet (Rosenberg, “The Way We Weren’t”). He continued through
the program and earned a Master of Fine Arts in English. Blessing expanded his
education at the University of Iowa where he studied playwriting and earned a second
Master of Fine Arts in Speech and Theater. Blessing wrote, The Authentic Life of Billy
the Kid, his first published work, while pursuing his second Master of Fine Arts at the
University of Iowa. This work was staged at the University of Iowa as a student
production, as well as at the Kennedy Center. It was awarded the National Playwriting
Award at the American College Theater Festival.
After leaving the University life, Blessing went on to form what would be two
beneficial relationships for his career. These two relationships played an important part in
formulating a career built on awarded successes. One was with the Actors Theatre of
Louisville where the first of his professional productions was premiered. The Actors
Theatre of Louisville premiered Blessing’s plays at their Humana Festival throughout the
years. Not only did they give Blessing an opportunity to showcase his work, they also
awarded him for his skill in and commitment to playwriting. In 1981 at their sixth annual
2

festival they premiered Oldtimers Game. In 1983 at their eighth annual festival they
premiered Independence. In 1984 at their ninth annual festival they premiered War of the
Roses and in 1986 at their eleventh annual festival, they premiered Down the Road
(Ullom 171-173). The other beneficial relationship Blessing’s joined was with the
O’Neill Theater Center where he was able to continue to receive recognition. Many of his
plays have gone through workshop readings at their National Playwrights Conference.
Even though Blessing was very active in the theater world, the initial recognition he
received from The Authentic Life of Billy the Kid would be short lived and it wouldn’t be
until eight years later he would receive another huge success. This success came with his
play A Walk in the Woods. Before writing the play, Blessing noted “critics were
complaining a great deal that American playwrights were only writing family plays,
domestic plays, that weren’t really connected to politics. So I looked at the first page of
the Times to see what’s on people minds. People were very nervous about missiles and
there was all this stuff about nuclear negotiations” (Rosenberg, “The Way We
Weren’t”). It was in part because of the critic’s frustration that Blessing began writing A
Walk in the Woods. He mentioned in an interview the play is derived from actual events
in which an American negotiator and a Russian actually leave formal negotiations to go
for a walk in the woods (Powers, “Lee Blessing - An Interview”). A Walk in the Woods
premiered at Yale University’s Repertory Theater in New Haven, Connecticut. It then
went on to La Jolla Playhouse in La Jolla, California where it won the American Theater
Critics Association’s award for best play. Following these two successful productions, A
Walk in the Woods opened on Broadway at the Booth Theater. There it received rave
3

reviews and was nominated for a Tony award for best actor and best play. It was also
nominated for the Pulitzer Prize (Powers, “Lee Blessing - An Interview”). A Walk in the
Woods would continue production in London’s West End at Comedy Theatre as well as a
reprised production in Moscow (Katz, “Pioneer Producer”). It would also go on to be
adapted for television (IMDb). A Walk in the Woods catapulted Blessing’s career and
made him a permanent fixture in the theater world.
Even presently in his career, Blessing continues to use historical events and characters
in the theater to address social issues in many of his plays. For example, Patient A
addresses the Kimberly Bergalis case. “An exploration of the experience of Kimberly
Bergalis, whose case marked the first known instance of HIV transmission from a healthcare worker to a patient. Issues of testing, discrimination and personal responsibility are
examined against the larger backdrop of the AIDS epidemic in America. Commissioned
by the Bergalis family to explore Kimberly's case of contracting the AIDS virus, the
playwright becomes part of the story as an essential observer to the story. Kim's
encounters with Lee reflect their relationship in real life as well as the "playwright" and
"character" in the play. A third character, Matthew, represents a composite of the
thousands of gay men who have suffered in the AIDS epidemic. As the play recounts
Kim's case, spotlighting the media and political circuses surrounding it, we see all three
characters struggle with the debate and with their innermost feelings about themselves
and each other” (Blessing, “Patient A”). This use of models of societal issues by Blessing
can also be seen in Cobb, a play he based on Ty Cobb, a controversial baseball legend, as
well as, Two Rooms just to name a few. According to Blessing, his sole purpose for
4

writing in this manner is to incite an emotion in the audience members as opposed to
attacking prominent present day societal issues. His plays are not written as political
pieces attempting to get a response from the government or elected officials instead their
purpose is to force the individual to think about the content of the play and emotionally
deal with whatever inner conflict or peace they feel as they watch the play. “I tend to
write serious plays that use humor,” says Blessing. “Mostly I’m trying to get the audience
to go through an experience, emotionally. It’s a subtle emotional thing that happens not
altogether in the conscious mind when you watch a good drama. You realize you’re
going through something that has become important to you emotionally. That’s what I’m
after when I write plays, to do that to audiences” (Minnetonka Alumni Association, “Lee
Blessing”).
In addition to the aforementioned works, Blessing has written a multitude of fulllength and one-act plays; Nice People Dancing to Good Country Music, Eleemosynary,
Fortinbras, Lake Street Extension, Going To St. Ives, Chesapeake, The Winning Streak,
Thief River, Black Sheep, The Roads That Lead Here, Whores, Snapshot, Tyler Poked
Taylor, Flag Day, The Scottish Play, A Body of Water, Lonesome Hollow, Moderation,
Great Falls, Perilous Night', Into You, Heaven's My Destination, Courting Harry and
Wild Blessings. Blessing also ventured into writing for television in 1993 with
Cooperstown which appeared on TNT. Also amongst the aforementioned awards and
nominations, Blessing received the Great American Play Award a numerous amount of
times at the Actors Theatre of Louisville’s Humana Festival for Oldtimers Game in 1982,
Independence in 1984, War of the Roses in 1985, Down the Road in 1991, Snapshot in
5

2002, The Roads that Lead Here in 2003, Great Falls in 2008 and Wild Blessings in
2009; the Humanitas Award for Cooperstown; the L.A. Drama Critics Award for
Outstanding Writing for Eleemosynary in 1997 (Viagas, “Drama Critics Awards”) ; the
Steinberg/American Theater Critics Association New Play Award for A Body of Water in
2006 and many more awards and meritorious acknowledgments.
Blessing does not keep his talent and immense knowledge on successful playwriting to
himself. His passion for playwriting has led him to offer his wide array of knowledge to
many interested, fledgling playwrights. He has taught at Iowa Writers’ Workshop, Iowa’s
Playwrights Workshop and the Playwright’s Center in Minneapolis. After spending a lot
of his time in the Midwest, Blessing migrated to the east coast and made Brooklyn
Heights, New York his home. In New York, he served as the head of the Master of Fine
Arts playwriting program at the Mason Gross School of the Arts at Rutgers University.
He just recently chose to move on from Rutgers University. He met Melanie Marnich, a
fellow playwright, in New York. Not only did they share a common interest in
playwriting, but they also grew up in Minnesota. Blessing married Marnich in 2006
(Minnetonka Alumni Association, “Lee Blessing”). Marnich flourished in her own
success as a playwright in New York City. She was eventually offered a position as a
staff writer on HBO’s Big Love where she received rave reviews. This opportunity moved
Blessing and Marnich to Los Angeles where they now reside.
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The Play
Blessing wrote Two Rooms at the end of the 1980’s. As with A Walk in the Woods, he
perused the front cover of magazines and newspapers to ascertain the current events of
which the general population was most concerned. The most pressing topic at the time
was Americans being kidnapped in Lebanon and the government’s overt position of nonnegotiation (Diverse City Theater Company, “A Conversation with Lee”). Blessing
realized the public’s fascination and fear in regards to this subject matter and knew he
had found the topic for his next play. While a facile assumption would be to consider
Blessing’s intentions for his plays to be politically driven, he opposes this speculation. “I
think all theater is political. It’s just that some plays are a little more conscious of it than
others. It seems a curiously American point of view to think that there is a “private” life
that is completely divorceable from a “public” one. Everything we eat is the product of a
political system. The worth of our houses turns out to be a very volatile product of a
political system. The clothes on our back, the gas in our cars—it’s ubiquitous. Everything
we do, think or say is done in the context of a political system. Political battles are fought
in every sphere of our lives: cultural, business, aesthetic, religious, filial, romantic—you
name it. Even choosing to ignore politics completely is, at base, an intensely political
decision. Once a society has at least three members (perhaps only two) politics is
born. This is the sadness and I suppose the majesty of politics. Who can imagine the
Garden of Eden without a serpent?” (Diverse City Theater Company, “A Conversation
with Lee”). Blessing’s perspective of the existence of politics in our everyday lives, as
opposed to the characteristics understood by the vast majority, relieves Two Rooms, and
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many of his other plays, from the duty of taking a stand on the political subject matter
presented. This allows the viewer to consider the lives of each individual involved in the
situation and how they are affected versus having the taxing charge of deciding which
side to choose.
“The two rooms of the title are a windowless cubicle in Beirut where an American
hostage is being held by Arab terrorists and a room in his home in the United States,
which his wife has stripped of furniture so that, at least symbolically, she can share his
ordeal” (Blessing, “Two Rooms”). Therefore, Two Rooms physically takes place in one
room. However, throughout the play the one location transcends physicality and is
recognized as two separate rooms determined by the characters present on stage. Blessing
provides an ambiguous time of the recent past, the present. There are four characters in
the play; each serving as the main player with their significant intentions and motivations.
Michael Wells is the purpose for everyone’s interactions. He is the American hostage
being held by Arab terrorists (Blessing, “Two Rooms). Lainie Wells is Michael’s wife.
She is the main point of contact for the remaining characters in the play; Walker Harris, a
newspaper reporter intent on getting Lainie to tell her side of the story and Ellen Van
Oss, a representative of the State Department intent on keeping Lainie quiet.
It is imperative that I point out the purpose of this summary of Two Rooms is to
gradually lead into an in-depth character analysis for Ellen. Therefore, it will not follow
the expected unbiased summative form, but instead, explain the characters and sequence
of events in the way I needed to relate to them in my attempt to further develop the
character of Ellen.
8

In act one, scene one the play opens with Michael’s explanation of the turn of events
that led to the captivity of him and Mathison, a colleague of Michael’s. Throughout his
story, Michael provides descriptive rhetoric about the day of his detainment and his
experience as a hostage. He also digresses and gives a glimpse of the depth of his love for
Lainie. Michael’s choice of words contorts the monologue from playful to serious on
many instances. One example is his playful explanation about Mathison pulling out the
“little fantasy pistol” combined with laughter imposed by the playwright and then his
immediate seriousness when explaining Mathison’s consequence to his action, “at that
same moment one of them shot it out of his hand, along with some of his fingers …”
(Blessing 8). Michael’s manner of relaying information in this monologue allows a
glimpse into one of two possibilities; Michael’s personality, or the possible coping
mechanisms he uses to survive the uncertainty of his current circumstance.
Immediately following Michael’s monologue, Lainie is present, alone, trying to decide
the final placement of a mat she has chosen to replicate the one she thinks Michael has to
sleep on during his captivity. She presents her side of the situation and all of the
challenges she’s had to face up to until now. She makes it clear she has spoken with
everyone from the Syrians to the United States government; all to no avail. Instantly she
is characteristic of a dedicated and persistent wife fighting for the release of her husband.
Her constant struggle with every authoritative figure is disclosed and her frustration with
them is detected. Through Lainie’s monologue we are made aware of the length of time
she has had to endure a selectively informative government and an unforeseeable future.

9

Her increasing frustration could be the reason she allows an outsider into her personal
space. This prepares us for Walker’s appearance.
When Walker is first introduced, he is aggressively inquisitive. He asks a continuous
stream of questions completely unaware of the possible consequences of his actions. It is
clear his first intention is to get as much information as he can to write a viable story
concerning Lainie’s situation and the government’s lack of immediate response. This
initial behavior is indicative of either a fledgling reporter attempting to exist in unfamiliar
territory or an underachieving reporter driven by the possibility of a substantial news
story. He is so completely consumed with asking questions he completely glosses over
Lainie’s piercing answers. “I cleansed it … I took all his things out” (Blessing 10). Here
Lainie allows Walker into her psychological world. A physical retreat she has created that
provides her the ability to cope with her situation. However, Walker is completely
unaware of the gem of information she has given him. His ignorance of the importance of
Lainie’s disclosure is further exemplified by his continual desire to get the answers to the
questions he has created beforehand instead of delving deeper into what it is Lainie is
trying to reveal to him. Whether Walker’s carelessness towards the intimacy of his
encounter with Lainie is because of a lack of experience as a reporter or with this type of
situation, he continues to prove himself unprofessional during his interaction with Ellen,
a representative of the State Department.
Ellen makes her first appearance as she is being thrust into an unexpected situation. It
is immediately known that Ellen and Lainie have been having regular meetings since
Michael was taken hostage. It is also known, by Ellen’s immediate response to Walker,
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that Walker was never a part of these regular meetings. Ellen and Walker have never met
and Ellen was unaware of his existence let alone expecting to meet him at the present
moment. However, when she arrives at Lainie’s house Walker is a very present reality. It
is evident she completely disagrees with Lainie’s decision to have any kind of dealings
with the press. Ellen and Lainie’s interaction reveals a comfortable relationship. We see
two characters that have been involved in a specific routine for quite some time.
However, there is an underlying discrepancy. Lainie wants more than Ellen is willing to
give. This intense desire for something to be done other than what has already been going
on for the past year is presented again as it once was with the introduction of Lainie and
Walker. The force of Lainie’s desire catapults the conversation into a heated debate
between an austere Ellen and an indecorous Walker. It is important to note that Lainie’s
vexation with Ellen and the government is not unwarranted. Ellen’s indirect, self-serving
communication overlooks Lainie’s concerns and provides only superficial evidence of the
government working in favor of Michael’s future. After the altercation, we are left with
Walker’s continual pull to get Lainie on his side. Lainie, overwhelmed with emotion
dismisses Walker. The next phase of the scene following Michael and Lainie’s intense
altercation lends itself to a vast array of interpretation. However, because it immediately
follows a highly emotional experience for Lainie, I interpret it as Lainie’s psychological
retreat from the intensity of her present paradox. As scene one continues, Lainie and
Michael are together, for the first time, in the ‘room’ designed to represent one place at a
time. However, in this moment, the two places either transcend or combine forcing the
passage of time to be slowed, paused or irrelevant. I considered all of the above options
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and concluded that time and place were irrelevant and this meeting was, as
aforementioned, a psychological retreat Lainie used as a coping mechanism.
Scene one ends - in Lainie’s ‘psychological solace’ - with Michael’s details about his
captivity as well as an estimation of the passing of time. “It has been more than a year,
hasn’t it?” He gives vivid accounts of his various experiences while living in Beirut. He
describes the reality of a place being run by overzealous teenage boys armed with
artillery and an undeveloped and manipulated idea of world affairs. I considered most of
Michael’s monologue to be informative. However, the latter part invoked some thought.
“We walked down the street, through the rubble, past the checkpoints, past the bombings
- we had days full of ordinary moments. Amid - what? - devils from Hell. Boys who
might shoot you the next moment. Cars that might drive up, park and explode. (With a
growing tension that finally breaks through.) And none of us seemed ready to say,
“Leave it. Let us out of here! Please, God anything but this! Stop it!! And none of us was
ever quite ready to leave” (Blessing 15).
My reflection on Michael’s words led me to believe it was at this point that Michael was
making it clear that he understands his captivity as the consequence of his decision to
stay in the maelstrom of Beirut. After all, what else did they expect to happen, living
amongst fractious boys easily incited by those in favor of warped beliefs?
These initial interconnections amongst the characters set the stage for the constant push
and pull each character experiences as a result of their own desires. In act one, scene one,
Lainie is immediately torn between the desire to believe in the favorable outcome of
Michael’s predicament if she follows Ellen’s lead and the desire to incite any kind of
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change in the government’s dealings with Michael’s situation. It is this underlying desire
to ‘get the government moving’ that allows Walker into her space. Walker is immediately
conscious of this weakness and aggressively attempts to convince Lainie to allow him to
write a story. He even goes so far as to incite a heated debate with Ellen about the
government’s elusive behavior in regards to Michael. As a result, Lainie experiences one
of her many breaking points.
In act one, scene two, Lainie’s vulnerability is visible as she allows Walker even more
access to her personal story. In this meeting with Walker, she shows him some of
Michael’s pictures of the locals until she is no longer capable of withstanding the
emotional consequences of her endeavor. Walker’s unrelenting intention is ever present
as he uses a variety of tactics to achieve his ultimate goal of an interview with Lainie; he
aggressively asks questions, he attempts to empathize with her, he tries to incite a
stronger desire for change. It isn’t until Walker’s motivations turn into an attack that
Lainie asserts her belief, or what could be the imposed belief of Ellen and the
government, and dismisses him from her home.
“You know what will get him back? Nothing we can understand. Whatever took
Michael, whatever will bring him back is a power so incomprehensible we’ll never
understand it” (Blessing 20). This statement can be the truth of a woman whose husband
has been held hostage for over a year and has lost hope for the future or it can be the
regurgitation of words that have been continuously repeated to her by a system designed
to control everyone involved. At this point, I don’t even think Lainie is able to decipher
one from the other. I feel, at this very moment with these very words, she is hopeless in a
13

situation that requires her to have hope and all of the combined emotions, beliefs, desires
since the beginning of this process are presenting themselves in this declaration.
Scene three validates Walker’s unprincipled intentions. Ellen visits Lainie’s house to
tell her that Walker has written a story detailing everything he and Lainie talked about
during their visits together. Ellen’s ability to reveal this information to Lainie puts Ellen
back in control of their relationship. This is an important observation as the dynamic of
Ellen and Lainie’s relationship revolves mainly around the ability to have control of the
other. Ellen’s ability to be in control ensures cooperation from Lainie, whereas Lainie’s
ability to be in control allows her to assume she can push the government into
aggressively negotiating for the release of Michael. It is important to note that Lainie’s
attempts to force the government to action are all based off assumptions that those
attempts will work. This will help to understand her continued relationship with Walker
even in the face of his dishonorable actions.
Scene four introduces the change in Lainie and Walker’s relationship. Initially, there
was a sense that Lainie trusted Walker. She allowed him into her private space, expressed
her frustrations and even introduced him to Michael, by showing him Michael’s personal
pictures. However, now that she has valid proof of Walker’s intentions, Lainie has
adjusted the way she deals with Walker. An example of this adjustment is the reason
behind her decision to give Walker an interview; “A lot of reporters would work, I
suppose. But with you there’s a special advantage. I know how far I can trust you”
(Blessing 27). The disheartening news from Ellen and then validation from Walker sends
Lainie into another ‘psychological solace’. This time, we are presented with Michael’s
14

revealing of another coping mechanism he uses while being held captive. He imagines
being home with Lainie in detail from the position of the furniture to the smell of the
room. He even remembers the very detailed position of all of the files in his file cabinet.
Act one ends in Lainie’s psychological solace. This ending further validates my desire to
refer to Michael’s appearances as Lainie’s psychological solace because Michael’s
presence always comes after Lainie experiences an emotionally charged encounter with
either Ellen or Walker. These confrontations force Lainie to deal with her present
situation the only way she knows how - with Michael, in this room, this space that she
has created specifically for the purpose of semi-experiencing what he’s experiencing with
him and feeling his presence.
Act two opens with Ellen’s motivation; to convince Lainie and anyone who will listen
that the government handles hostage situations in the best way possible. The explanation
Ellen offers as justification for the government’s actions not only validates her
motivations presented at the beginning of the play but it also reveals a lot of her
character. This revelation can be perceived in two ways. One way is that she is a very
regimented woman whose stoic handling of her job responsibilities presents her as
lacking compassion or consideration. Another way is that of a woman who has allowed
the government to impose its views on her so much so that she unconsciously regurgitates
it whenever presented with opposition to the way she has to handle her job
responsibilities. Either way, her very practical approach to such a sensitive situation
serves as an unnerving dynamic in the play amongst the other characters.
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Immediately following Ellen’s petition for compliance, Lainie, as a continuance from
the end of act one, is still withdrawn in a place where only she and Michael can exist. She
is once again inquiring about his experience in captivity. The subject of the conversation
moves toward everyday life and instantly the two characters are removed from the reality
of the situation. Up until now the encounters between Lainie and Michael have been that
of a wife in desperate need of the comfort of her husband. However, this scene gives a
glimpse into what life would be like if Michael was home and Lainie could exist as she
had before he was taken hostage. This very comfortability that is presented is
immediately interrupted when Lainie is propelled into reality by Ellen’s visit. The
conversation between Ellen and Lainie offers some insight into Lainie’s demeanor with
Michael in the previous scene. Ellen arrives, after an extended absence, irritated and
disappointed in Lainie’s decision to go public about Michael’s captivity. Lainie has
chosen to go public during a very serious hostage situation. A decision that was certainly
carefully thought out. This decision explains her relaxed demeanor with Michael in the
previous scene. It can be perceived that she is confident her decision will force the
government’s hand and will force them to tend to Michael’s situation just as fervently as
they are tending to the current hostage situation. Lainie’s confidence is quickly shot down
by Ellen’s harsh presentation of the government’s reality. “If you go public, if you make
demands, you’ll only delay matters and increase the danger for everyone involved. And
frankly, no matter what you do, we won’t ask for Michael’s release … It’s not his time”
(Blessing 33).
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Ellen’s rashness did not hinder Lainie’s decision. In the middle of act two, scene one
Lainie and Walker are preparing for Lainie’s first television appearance. Lainie does
present some apprehension, however, it is not strong enough to resist Walker’s push for
her to do what he thinks is best. It is important to note that Lainie’s apprehension does
not seem to come from Ellen’s desire for her to keep quiet. Instead, she is concerned
about the danger she may be putting Michael and the other hostages in and the well-being
of the other hostage families. This is a clear indicator of Lainie’s separation from Ellen’s
forceful hand and a desire to stand on her own. The motivation behind Lainie’s desire to
stand on her own can be questioned due to Walker’s aggressive presence in her life.
However, the underlying turn of events presented in this scene is Lainie’s detachment
from the government and her connection with Walker and the media.
Act two, scene one ends with Michael saying what are present day occurrences for him
but it also serves as a glimpse into the future. In his account, Michael talks about
Mathison being moved to another place. This revelation stirs an interest in the reason
Mathison is being moved. The last time Lainie and Walker were together they were
preparing for Lainie’s first television appearance that was to happen in the middle of a
very serious hostage situation being negotiated by the government. With this information,
it can be assumed that Lainie and Walker were successful in their attempts to move the
government into greater action for the release of Michael and the others being held
hostage with him. Therefore, Michael’s account of Mathison’s removal from where they
are both being held hostage suggests that Mathison is being released and soon Michael
will also be released.
17

Scene two opens with the deed being done. Walker has successfully convinced Lainie
to follow through with his idea of going public. This decision is satisfying to Walker but
has a detrimental effect on Lainie. Walker instead continues to attempt to coerce Lainie.
“Nothing in this world happens because it ought to. You have to push people into it.
Right now, you have a quality that lets you push. You have a thing to say, and the means
to say it. If you’re lucky, when you look back on it, it’ll have been moral. If not, too bad you made your best guess” (Blessing, 37). However, in this moment, Lainie continues to
resist Walker’s repeated attempts “...for all I know, I haven’t done anything more than
risk the lives of innocent people tonight” (Blessing 37). Lainie continues to exert her
independence, from Walker and Ellen, by adamantly standing her ground about how she
feels about the situation and how it should be handled. This is the first time in the play
where it seems Lainie is saying how she feels and not repeating what has been repeatedly
told to her. It is this same independence that pushes Walker over the edge into a fury that
prevents him from hiding his intentions any longer. “I know! That’s why I’m writing
about the stupid fuck!!” (Blessing 38). With the slip of the tongue, Walker’s true
intentions are revealed and Lainie is left to deal with the truth. A truth that forces her,
once again, into that one place she goes to escape reality.
This time when Lainie goes to her psychological solace she is the only one there.
Michael isn’t physically present with her but she is still talking to him. This is an
interesting turn for Lainie. It’s almost as if she feels as though she has let him down and
has chosen to only talk to him rather than feel him. At this point, Lainie has reached the
nadir of her distress. This decline begins with Lainie’s decision to make her story public
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because of Walker’s continuous insistence. However, Lainie doesn’t feel this decline
until Walker reveals his hand and she is left alone with her decision. This alone time
allows her to process, not only the effect her decision will have on the lives of the
hostages but the fact that, even though she is continuously surrounded by someone else,
she is alone in this process.
Walker, relentless in his fight to win sides with Lainie, returns to Lainie’s home on the
tail end of what he thinks is, good news. Mathison has been released. Immediately he
begins to take credit for this happening. He has even convinced himself that what he
forced Lainie to do was the best thing to do in this situation. This is where perspective
plays an important role. It is possible to assume that Walker is not a self-serving
journalist and instead he has real concern for Lainie, Michael and all of the people being
held hostage around the world. It is also possible to consider Walker as a career-driven
journalist whose only interest is to get a good story. There is not a sole correct
perspective, but it should be noted that both perspectives were considered. However,
following along with previous evidence that proved Walker to be more self-serving than
considerate, the perspective of Walker’s motivation for a crowd-pleasing story is more
compelling than the one of him being considerate and caring. Therefore, his return to
Lainie’s house presents an audaciousness and not an altruistic spirit. Lainie’s
vulnerability allows Walker another opportunity to achieve his goal.
In this moment, Lainie’s vulnerability is an extension from her being alone in her
psychological solace without Michael. Even though it is presented that Lainie chose to
enter into her solace without Michael’s physical presence, there are still consequences
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because of that decision. Lainie’s ability to go to her quiet place with Michael for
strength has been diminished and now she is experiencing a self-imposed susceptibility.
While this could be considered further, it is only necessary to mention the observation as
Lainie is not my character to analyze. However, Lainie’s weakness is the point of
attention once Walker arrives and as she experiences the recent news. This news lends
itself to Michael’s last revelation of Mathison’s removal from where the both of them
were being held. It also carries with it the disheartening truth that only Mathison was
released. Michael is still being held hostage. Walker’s visit with Lainie ends and takes
with it what seems to be her last bit of strength. The scene closes with Michael’s lost
sense of time. Just as he can’t sense time, the lack of time the remaining hostages have
left smothers all of those around them. This is especially true for Lainie.
It is ironic the importance time takes at this point in the play. There is a sense of
urgency as the events move forward and rightfully so. However, just as time becomes a
determining factor, it doesn’t. There is a sudden carelessness with time as is seen when
Ellen arrives for a visit with Lainie. A lot of time has elapsed since Ellen has been to visit
Lainie. This is incongruous as it would seem the government would have felt the same
urgency of time that Lainie felt. However, the reaction of the government in letting a lot
of time pass between Ellen’s visits shows the level of concern for Michael’s situation. It
is safe to say that if the government, Ellen, held Michael’s captivity in high priority, she
would have been pressed for time to get him released just as she was for the bus station
hostages. Mathison’s release would have meant an increase in opportunity for Michael’s
release. However, that was not the case. It was not the case so much so that she was able
20

to stay away from Lainie for an elongated period of time and even take a vacation.
Hence, a reason to question her even returning to Lainie’s house. It is protocol;
something she has to do to fulfill her job requirements. This is all true, however, there is
something additional to fulfilling a job requirement. Ellen has important information
pertaining to Michael that could very well predict his future. This is something that has to
be considered. The way Ellen relays the information to Lainie is a tell tale sign of her
assurance of what will likely happen to Michael, however, she has to communicate this
information as delicately as possible and not give too much insight into the predicted
outcome. In Ellen’s conversation with Lainie, she attempts to appear as if she does not
understand the gravity of the situation. Of course, she addresses the danger that Michael
and the other hostages are now in, however, she does not expose what she knows, from
professional experience, to be true. The truth is she knows that the consequence of what
the government has done is death for Michael and the other hostages. She even knows the
government wagered Michael and the other hostages lives against the current situation
and decided the current situation was more important than the lives of Michael and those
being held by his captors. She expresses this to Lainie, but in her typical roundabout way.
“There are times when it becomes impossible to negotiate. When the very act of
negotiating legitimizes a philosophy that’s … not human anymore. Those places where
such a philosophy reigns have to be isolated. Those people who try to extend such a
philosophy must be stopped. At any cost” (Blessing 42). It is in this moment Ellen’s
words “at any cost” means the cost of Michael’s life.
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This meeting with Ellen and the many news and radio reports she is forced to hear
sends Lainie into a frenzy. She is emotionally explosive as she does not know what to
believe - her faith that Michael will return home or the facts that were given to her by
Ellen. Walker attempts to reason with her and offer alternative arguments, but that is not
enough. Lainie is inconsolable. It is in this moment Michael appears to recount the last
hours of his life. Ellen’s professional intuition was right. Michael is killed. His life a part
of an intricate chess game the government has to play in regard to foreign affairs,
hostages and keeping the majority safe. The logistics of Michael’s death can be studied
and it can be assumed he was not killed by the captors who held him for three years, but
by a new faction to whom the terrorist the government decided to kill belonged. Whether
Michael was killed by his original kidnappers or new ones is not as important as the fact
that he was a pawn in a very intricate and dangerous game of chess.
Michael’s death is the finality of Ellen’s case with Lainie. In scene four, the final scene
of the play Ellen and Walker are alone together for the first time. There is a sullenness in
the room, however, the tension between Ellen and Walker is still a present reality.
Instantly Walker questions Ellen’s experience at delivering news about the death of a
loved one and she exposes her lack of experience in this area. This piece of information is
an explanation of her ability to remain detached from her cases. She has never had to deal
with the reality of death. Her normal routine would be to determine the day-to-day
progression of hostage situations; however, she has never had to face the reality of her
decisions. Lainie’s case is different. During the development of Ellen’s character, I
decided Ellen not only had an impressive part in determining the outcome of Michael’s
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situation, she now has to inform a loved one about the dire consequence of that decision death. Throughout the scene, Ellen attempts to remain professionally covered with an
unchanged demeanor, however, Lainie’s response to the news of her husband’s death
sends a stark reminder to Ellen that the reality of these situations is more intricate than
just black and white. Ellen verbalizes this acknowledgment - “I wish I could take your
pain away” (Blessing 47) - and immediately removes herself from this intense encounter.
Lainie and Walker are left with the burden of truth that was almost inevitable. A truth
that Lainie expressed early on in the play. “You know what will get him back? Nothing
we can understand. Whatever took Michael, whatever will bring him back is a power so
incomprehensible we’ll never understand it” (Blessing 20).
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CREATING THE ROLE

According to Stanislavsky, a character comes to life in three stages "studying it;
establishing the life of the role; putting it into physical form.” This is the protocol I
followed when creating the role of Ellen. I first read through the play once free of all
perceptions or ideas on how she should be played. My second reading of the play focused
on Ellen and her responses, motivations and desires. I allowed this analyzation to soak in
for a while. I then began to create the role by creating a history for Ellen outside of the
events happening in the play. This led to the formation of her life as it existed in each
individual scene.
Character Analysis
Before I started thinking about Ellen, I wanted to understand Blessing’s interpretation
of the character. When asked about the importance he puts on research when writing his
plays, Blessing responded “……. The trick is to get an audience to accept the two
characters as negotiators with a minimum of proof. It’s not a dramatist’s job to festoon
these men with evidence of authenticity. It’s a dramatist’s job to get an audience to stop
asking the question and focus on the other, more important questions closer to the heart
of the show” (Powers, “Lee Blessing - An Interview”). Even though he was referring to
playwriting, I extended his view to all of the characters of the play. An actor’s job can be
the same as Blessing explains the dramatist’s job - to get the audience to focus on the
heart of the show. I began to create the role with this in mind. Two Rooms deals with
some very important political issues. However, at its very core, the play deals with three
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people with varying moral perspectives on what is going on around them politically. The
politics that determine the way the government handles hostage situations. In this case, as
is the case in any situation where there are opposing views, everyone thinks their
perspective is the correct perspective. Therefore, as I began to breathe life into Ellen, I
began with her moral character. I wanted to address just how much she believed what she
was telling Lainie and Walker. The more I added details to her moral character the more
she came to life.
Ellen Van Oss, 41, is a representative of the State Department. She has a master in
political science. She has been divorced for 5 years and lives alone. She does not date
much or have much of a social life, because she is so committed to her career. Her main
hobby is to read, otherwise, she is fully enthralled in work. She really loves to vacation in
St. Thomas and looks forward to that around the same time every year, even though it has
become more of a pattern in her life than a vacation. She is not very religious. She prefers
practicality as opposed to idealistic explanations. She requires facts. She requires theories
proven by empirical evidence not rooted in hearsay, feelings or intuition. Ellen is
informed about politics, but surprisingly not committed to a political party. She does stay
abreast of political current events because it is imperative for her job not because of her
personal interest in politics.
Ellen is very professional and can handle herself accordingly in many different
situations. She exhibits this impressive self-control many times in the aggressive
situations she faces with both Lainie and Walker. Even though Ellen exhibits this
impenetrable external appearance, there are times in the play where she may seem to
25

attempt to befriend Lainie, however, her awkwardness and commitment to her job would
not allow it to go further than a thought. Just as strong as she is in making accurate
professional decisions she is just as inadequate in the social realm of her life. This is the
reason, other than she has committed every waking moment of her life to work, she does
not have many friends. Her husband divorced her soon after she was transferred to the
State Department because she committed herself to be successful and not fail again.
She prides herself on being superior at her job. She takes her job and herself very
seriously being sure to pay very close attention to detail in everything she does. Her
physical appearance is neat and clean; very well put together. She sits, stands and walks
with a very erect posture which in turns gives her a very stern external appearance.
Ellen’s outer core has a lot to do with her inner life. Her austerity is the reason for her
divorce. She was so committed to succeeding at her career she completely neglected her
marriage. Even though Ellen is not very pleased with being a part of a failed marriage,
she does not regret putting her marriage second to her career. As a matter of fact, her
biggest regret is that it was another failure in her life more so than it being her losing a
husband. This recurring theme of failure in Ellen’s life is one of the driving forces for her
in the play. She is intensely determined to succeed in accomplishing what she has set out
to do in regard to Lainie’s case.
Ellen’s initial goal for Lainie and Michael’s case is to keep Lainie believing the views
of the government and discourage the formulation of her own perspective of the situation.
The control that will establish itself as a result of this goal will allow for Ellen and the
government to handle Michael’s kidnapping the way they see best and not be interrupted
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by quixotic suggestions from the public. Unfortunately, with the introduction of Walker,
and Lainie’s increasing agitation, Ellen has to constantly navigate her way through the
rough water created by this opposition. The many turns of events that occur throughout
the play displays Ellen’s fierce adamancy for success. This exerted aggression depicts
Ellen as brash and inconsiderate. It made me question the belief she had in what it was
she was saying. I thought it could be that she is so devoted to her job and the government
she regurgitates the government’s beliefs in place of her own. However, her commitment
to these views until the very end of the play, when they did not matter anymore,
convinced me they were her own. Even though they coincide with the government and
are a part of her job they are her, well thought out, well-reasoned beliefs.
This was validated when I arrived at the middle of the play, the beginning of act two. I
realized Ellen could have been delivering her speech to a variety of people. Because what
she was saying was true to herself, she could have been talking to a group of colleagues
or a room full of reporters or hostage families who were in opposition to the
government’s dealing with their individual cases. She could have been in a personal or
professional environment and she would have been relaying the same information. This
determination made that monologue a declaration of her personal and professional stance.
Ellen was not being forced to say these things because it was her job. She was saying
these things because she believed them to be true. Even though her delivery was
controlled by her intent to convince, her personal belief in what she was saying was
affecting.
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At the end of the play, Ellen makes mention of her previous job in the Defense
Department. She initially started working for the government in the Defense Department,
however, she was not very successful in that position. She then transferred to the State
Department and has excelled tremendously. This past experience for Ellen is the reason
she is incredibly antsy when she is being questioned by Walker before she has to tell
Lainie that Michael is dead. This situation reminds her of the many times she failed at
doing this when she worked for the Defense Department. Until now, Ellen was able to
escape the duty of consoling the relatives of the hostages she was assigned to because of
her new position within the government. However, this particular case caused Ellen to
take the responsibility of personally delivering the bad news. Ellen’s decision to do this
triggered another concern. Why? Why would she decide to make another attempt at her
past failure? This opened up a variety of possibilities, but one presented itself stronger
than all of the others.
When I did my first read through of the play, I instantly realized that Ellen could be
played as a straightforward, no non-sense government official. However, I wanted to give
her more layers. I thought certainly there is an opportunity to create vulnerability. I did
not want the obvious vulnerability that can be presumed when Lainie is threatening to go
public. I wanted a deeper susceptibility. Therefore, I decided to create a string of failures
that continue to affect Ellen in her present day life. These failures are the reason for her
extreme allegiance to success. She is consumed by her fear of failure so much so that she
has not allowed herself the freedom to enjoy any other facets of life. However, there is
something different about Lainie - something affecting that sometimes puts Ellen in
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unfamiliar territory. This is one of the reasons Ellen felt a strong urge of obligation to go
outside of her job duties and personally deliver the devastating news to Lainie. The other
reason is to face a previous failure head on and succeed this time. I consider this because
Ellen wouldn’t allow herself to be completely altruistic without some form of selfsatisfaction. Therefore, she allowed herself to be affected by Lainie’s desperation and
also used it as padding to succeed in a situation she failed at so many times before. In
Ellen’s last scene with Lainie she is, at first, nervous and anxious expecting to console
Lainie, however once she is met with opposition she instantly reverts to her professional
demeanor and succeeds at handling the situation accordingly.
Script Analysis
During my process of creating Ellen Van Oss, I also analyzed all of her scenes in the
play. My analysis not only allowed me to dig deeper into Ellen’s character but to also
work through her motivations and intentions in each scene. I decided to try different
motivations and objectives during the rehearsal process. For example, one night in
rehearsal I chose to be straightforward; matter of fact in act one scene one, however,
Erick and I decided that would make her seem robotic and we wanted to go for a more
personal approach to Ellen as to give her personality room for advancement for the
duration of the play. Therefore, I committed to keeping her delivery of information
straightforward, however, I added a frustration with the information to the scene. This
allowed for Ellen to appear to have emotions and be attached to Lainie’s case.
Therefore, for act one scene one my objective was to inform Lainie about the possible
changes made to Michael’s location. However, my obstacle was Walker’s unexpected
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presence once I arrived. Walker’s presence was not only an obstacle, but it also changed
my objective. Once he includes himself in our conversation, I am instantly determined to
convince Lainie to discontinue any associations with him. My first attempt at this
objective is to covertly impose my opinion onto Lainie in hopes that she will agree and
dismiss Walker. However, this does not work. My next attempt is to indirectly answer his
and Lainie’s questions all while trying to steer the conversation in a direction favorable to
my desires. When neither of my attempts work, I immediately result to defense mode by
lessening the appeal of Walker’s advances and condescendingly opposing his views and
just before I am forced out of my professional disposition, I excuse myself from the
conversation, but not without one last attempt to persuade Lainie of my loyalty to her
case.
In act one scene three, Ellen is back to inform Lainie of the consequences of her
association with Walker. This time, my attitude is self-righteous and my objective is to
arrogantly advise Lainie of a way to correct the problem. I considered what happened
before the scene and decided I had just left a meeting with my very angry boss who
demanded I get a handle on the situation. My intention was for this frustration to spill
over into the scene. I enter the scene with this frustration and allow it to move me until it
is time for me to reveal to Lainie what Walker has done. It is at this moment I can satisfy
my ego by proving myself right. I initially told Lainie Walker would be a problem and
now he has proven himself. This beat change allowed me to slyly pursue my objective of
convincing Lainie to give an interview to a reporter that favors the government. When
this does not work, I attempt reasoning with Lainie and then eventually decide to assert
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power. This assertion leads to a power struggle, Lainie takes charge and I am forced to
take the back seat to her emotions.
In rehearsal, I manipulated the next beat two different ways. One night I attempted to
disregard Lainie’s aim to guilt me with her story. However, it felt too disconnected.
Therefore, at another rehearsal, I attempted to understand Lainie’s story as it related to
our previous conversation. This allowed me to connect with Lainie’s current emotional
state and it also gave Ellen more dimension as opposed to playing her one-sided. This
approach allowed me to have more meaning when I say to her “Not every nest is visited
by a cuckoo” (Blessing 24). It also aided in a seamless transition between my
conversation with Lainie and my conversation with Michael. I carried the same sentiment
I had for Lainie into my conversation with Michael. I feel my choice to relate to Lainie
assisted in the softness that was required in my dealing with Michael. My objective was
to convince Michael of my commitment to his release. This objective is instantly
presented with the obstacle of Michael’s dismissiveness. Which in turn leads to my
defensive response and dismissive exit.
I considered my opening monologue for act two to be a direct presentation of Ellen’s
beliefs about Michael’s situation and how the government should, and does, handle
hostage situations. I believed her initial presentation of the background of the types of
people that become involved in holding hostages was true to her own beliefs with an
undertone of propaganda. Her adamant determination to convince the listener of the
government’s commitment to anyone effected by hostage situations forced her to skew
the identity of the captures to her advantage. I used her need to covertly control her
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listener to inform, convince and manipulate throughout her speech. Initially, I delivered
the monologue straight on without much movement. However, Erick suggested we try a
little more movement which then led to a very specific blocking I was to follow. Even
though it was not my initial approach to this scene, I was excited about the challenge to
make each movement intentional and meaningful. Every rehearsal allowed for me to feel
comfortable attaching my actions not only to my words but to my movement.
In my next scene with Lainie, I was convinced Ellen would be very upset with Lainie
and that’s just how I played it – very upset. It did not work until I increased the intensity
of the emotion. After one of the complete run rehearsals, Erick expressed his captivation
with that scene and that was the same time I felt I was fully committed to being infuriated
with Lainie and I allowed that emotion and Arielle’s response to that emotion to guide
me throughout the scene. There were a couple of times throughout the run I experienced
that same connection, however, it was a challenge getting there every night. I often
thought about the cause of this inconsistency and I realized that sitting on stage for the
entire performance was a contributing factor. Even though I could mentally prepare for
my next scene, there is still an awareness of being a player in the play even though you
are not the main focus. This awareness conflicted with my ability to fully commit to my
preparation process because I still felt the need to be present on stage.
Scene three allows me to contrast the emotional state I was in during my last visit with
Lainie. In this scene, it has been a long time since we have talked. I am coming to tell
Lainie about Michael’s life being in danger. However, I do not use a candid approach.
Instead I, very hesitantly, inform Lainie of the recent events that have taken place. This,
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in turn, allows her to formulate her own assumptions which I then dismiss. This
evasiveness allows me to achieve my imposed obligation to Lainie while also not
candidly telling her that it is highly likely that her husband will be killed. At the
beginning of the scene, I am apprehensive and my objective is to efficiently give Lainie
this bit of information that I have and easily leave the situation. As the scene progresses,
it is clear that Lainie will not allow me to weasel my way out and I am forced to tactfully
explain Michael’s diminishing importance to the government.
This diminishing importance is validated in my last scene. I have come to tell Lainie that
Michael has been killed. Walker pry’s and pry’s until I am forced to disclose the truth.
“We miscalculated. We valued Michael’s life below a chance to make an international
point. We increased the danger for all the hostages. We chose to” (Blessing 46). I
considered two effects this revelation could have had on Ellen. The first one was it was
the truth and, because of that, she did not feel any regret. The second one was, even
though it was the truth, having to admit to it and say it out loud had an effect on her. It
brought to life the reality of the families affected by these situations. I chose the second
one because it gave me an opportunity to make a turn at the end of the play. I could go
from a dismissive government official to a compassionate human being. This turn
validated Ellen’s final line “I wish I could take your pain away” (Blessing 47).
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PROJECT EVALUATION

Self-Assessment
Initially, I wanted to say this process was different for me, however when I considered
all of my experiences with creating characters, I realized they all were ‘different’. What I
was trying to convey when I used the word different was that there was an element in this
process that was not present in all of my other experiences. This process was a lot more
challenging than any of my other experiences. When I am offered a role in a production,
my first instinct is to do whatever I can to be prepared for rehearsal. Rehearsal is where it
all happens and, for me, it is imperative that I do all of the work that I need to do in order
to be completely available to my fellow cast members and the director. It is challenging
to work in an environment where this same work ethic is not shared. This was the
missing element in this process that was present in all of my other experiences. There
were times in rehearsal we had to spend the time allotted rehearsing scenes with the
purpose of learning lines as opposed to finding moments. This was very frustrating
because we were given our off book date the first day of rehearsal. However, the good
thing about it all is that I was challenged to still continue and fight for success.
When I think about my work in rehearsal and performance the most persistent things
that plagued me were time management and clarifying moments, actions and tactics.
When approaching a character, I have the tendency to instantly listen to my intuition and
just go from there. This often leads me to an underdeveloped character, a very emotional
one, but underdeveloped nonetheless. As with Ellen and many of my previous characters,
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the detail about their lives and the intricacies of their purpose in each scene is not
discovered until the last few performances. This is a weakness in my craft I would like to
strengthen. As I was writing my thesis there were so many things I discovered about
Ellen that would have added even more dimension to her character if I would have taken
a closer look during the rehearsal process as opposed to after it was all said and done.
This takes into account my need for better time management. Even though a lot of time
is put into rehearsal, there are still a lot of other things going on in life that require
attention. Therefore, sometimes I get into robotic mode whereas I show up to work, to
class, to rehearsal and do what it is that needs to be done and then move on to the next.
However, the most beneficial thing would be to show up prepared for each obligation,
dedicate your whole being completely to that one moment and then allow some time to
evaluate what you discovered and what’s left to discover so the next time you can bring
more to the table. These are two consistencies I’ve noticed about myself as an actor that
can be strengthened.
Overall, I feel I have grown as an actor since first beginning the program. In this
performance, I used all of the techniques, readings, rehearsals and forged them all into
guidelines on how to approach a production. I gauged my success by the connections I
made with my fellow actors. There were times when it felt like it was only us on the
stage. These moments were fueled by a confidence in the work we did during rehearsal
and a commitment to our objectives and emotions. The audience did not exist. Those are
the moments I will most remember and strive to experience in future performances.
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